Mountain Caribou in our Region





Background… There are less than 1900 Mountain Caribou in the world and about ninety-nine percent of these animals live in BC.  Six years ago, there were almost 2500, that is more than a 20% loss! The area known today as the Cariboo Region was named after the caribou that historically were much more abundant and widely distributed than at present.  Small herds of the mountain caribou still roam the Quesnel Highland, Bowron Valley and Cariboo Mountains ecosections.   In 2000 the Mountain Caribou became Red Listed in BC.  Their numbers are declining and the Mountain Caribou is at risk of extinction if current trends continue.  They are also listed as “threatened” at the national level.  The Dawson caribou was once present in BC and was added to the “extinct” list in 1908.           .





Where… Mountain caribou are an ecotype of the Woodland caribou.  They live in parts of southeastern BC and in a sliver of northern Idaho and northeastern Washington. This area is known as the Interior Wet Belt. Mountain caribou live in wet climates with relatively high snow depths, and are often found in high elevation winter ranges. As deep snow prevents the caribou from digging for food in winter they feed almost exclusively on aboreal or tree lichens like “old-man’s beard” and “horse hair”. 





 


Details… There are four caribou subspecies in North America: woodland, barren ground, Peary and Grant’s.  The woodland caribou, which ranges from Newfoundland to British Columbia, is divided into three ecotypes, the mountain, boreal and northern.  


How the mountain caribou differ from northern caribou is they do not scratch or paw in the snow for winter feed, but rely soley on the arboreal lichens hanging from old-growth trees.  Although the lichen are low in protein it is usually enough to sustain the caribou until spring so long as predation and other stresses do not unduly increase energy output needed in escape efforts.  


Mountain caribou are bigger than mule deer, but smaller than elk.   Most bulls weigh about 200 kilograms, with cows about two-thirds that weight.  Most mountain caribou calves are born in early June after a gestation period of a little over 7 months.  Mountain caribou reproduce slowly, almost all births are of single caribous, which makes them very vulnerable to predation. The caribou’s weight is spread between large, crescent-shaped hooves and large dew-claws set well back on the foot.  This helps the caribou move on top of the snow.  The caribou’s short ears, tail and snout minimize the loss of body heat.  They have extremely warm coat with hollow, kinked hairs that efficintly trap a layer of warmer air against the body.  Not only bulls but also nearly all caribou cows grow antlers.





Habitat… It takes a long time for trees to develop heavy loads of arboreal lichen, because lichens grow slowly and are continually lost to wind and breaking branches.  As a result, only very old forests provide abundant lichen.  Large patches of old forest allow caribou to avoid predators such as wolves, bears, cougar s and wolverines. Mule deer and moose live in areas with younger forests or clearings, so predators tend to be there too.  The larger the caribou’s habitat patches are, the farther they can be removed from the areas where other species live.  


  





Management… “Understanding the relationship between reductions in the availability of suitable habitat, through clear-cutting and/or displacement due to winter recreation, with changes in caribou numbers is essential.  The caribou population must be monitored to observe any numerical response to changes in habitat condition, availability and use as well as to evaluate the effectiveness of recovery efforts.”1  Forests have to be managed in such a way that the number of large, old lichen-bearing trees which provide winter habitat for mountain caribou will not be eliminated or substantially reduced.  Since mountain caribou are very sensitive to human disturbance, non-commercial and commercial recreational use of snowmobiles, all terrain vehicles (ATV’s) and helicopters should be carefully regulated or excluded from “no harvest” and “modified harvest” caribou winter range areas. It is important to understand that since wolf predation tends to have heavy impacts on caribou herds, and snowmobiles lay down hard-packed trails that connect predators to the subalpine where normally this habitat is too difficult to reach, the caribou will further be driven into steeper mountain heights.  With the increased danger of avalanches may also come more stress - heli-skiers enjoy these spectacular mountain heights as well.  Since mountain caribou live so well in our old-growth forests, they are considered a species on whose survival we may consider a gauge for the health of these old-growth ecosystems!








CARIBOU LINKS:





Northern Caribou Strategy: part of the Cariboo-Chilcotin Land Use Plan: 


http://srmwww.gov.bc.ca/car/planning/cclup/cari_strategy/reports/cari_2002_rpt/final2002northerncaribourep2001-ver12.pdf [pdf]





Mountain Caribou: Brochure in Species at Risk series. [pdf 295k]


http://www.ccconserv.org/mtncarbro.pdf





A Strategy for the Recovery of Mountain Caribou in BC [pdf 1.9MB]


http://wlapwww.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/mtcaribou_rcvrystrat02.pdf


